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Abstract
This study aimed to investigate if obesity is linked to power semantics -constructivist theory 
(1998). The hupothesis was that power semantics are more frequent and meaningful among obese people compared to a control
group, regardless of age . Twenty two obese women, 22 normal-weight women, and 17 obese youths were interviewed through 
Repertory Grid Techniques. Elicited constructs were classified into 11 semantic categories and statistically compared.The results 
showed that obese people made greater use of power semantics; although there were no age differences, obese girls considered
power semantics more important. The results provide interesting implications for clinical setting. 2012 Published by Elsevier 
Ltd.
Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer review under the responsibility of Prof. Dr. Kobus Maree, University of Pretoria, South Africa.
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1. Introduction and theoretical framework
Several authors agree about the importance given to relational and communicative patterns in the family and 
their connection with eating disorders (Faccio, 2012; Rodgers & Chabrol, 2009; Treasure et al., 2008). Families that 
have a member suffering from eating disorders are often characterized by strong cohesion, rigidity and conflict
avoidance ( & Tocil, 2005; Lattimore, Wagner, & Gowers, 2000; Minuchin, 
Rosman, & Baker, 1978). In particular, the theme of power and control has often been considered crucial in the
development and maintenance of eating disorders (Winter & Button, 2010; Button, 1985; Selvini Palazzoli, 1981;
Bruch, 1973). Despite the richness of empirical studies on these issues, little attention has been given to the
exploration of the link between obesity and power. Along these lines is the contribution from Ugazio (1998), whose 
systemic-constructionist theory is drawn from Selvini P -
constructivist approach (1987), (1955). According to Ugazio, 
ition within the conversation (Ugazio, 
1998; Ugazio & Castiglioni, 1998).
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 A set of personal meanings would be negotiated and co-constructed within family relationships: family 
components share semantic dimensions that are considered to be 
others. This set of meanings (family semantic polarities) is specific in each family, and is flexible and organised into 
ding to these assumptions, each psychopathology 
is linked to a specific semantic dimension, which usually becomes rigid and pervasive within relationships. 
According to Ugazio, obesity (as well as all other eating disorders) is related to the theme of power, expressed in 
winner/loser construct and their related meanings.  
In particular, obese people will tend to place themselves closer end of the polarity, whereas 
anorexics would put themselves closer to the winner end. The purpose of this study is to explore the meanings 
attributed by obese women in descriptions of self and others, compared to a control group and a group of young 
obese people. The issue was investigated according to 
 theory (1998) echnique (1955). 
 
2. Aim and hypothesis 
 
The present study follows on from two previous studies that share the same theoretical and methodological 
framework. The first study of Castiglioni et al. (2003), concerns the importance of power semantics for obese 
youths. According to this work, power semantics are more frequent and considered more important among obese 
youths, compared to a control group. The second study of Castiglioni et al. (in press), concerns the salience of the 
semantics of power in youths with different eating disorders. The survey shows that, among the obese youths group 
(considered both individually and with the other two groups of anorexics and bulimics) constructs relating to power 
semantics are more frequent but are not considered more important than in the control group. To continue the work 
of these two previous studies, the present research aims to test 
number of participants (from 10 to 22) and extending the investigation to a different age group (40-55 years old 
obese women). Four hypotheses are proposed: (1) Obese women express more constructs related to the semantics of 
power, compared to normal-weight women. (2) Obese women consider power semantics more meaningful than 
normal-weight women. (3) There is no statistically significant difference between the number of constructs relating 
to power used by obese women, compared to the ones used by obese youths. (4) Obese women consider semantics 
of power more significant than obese youths. 
 




The participants were 61 women and girls, divided into 3 groups, according to their Body Mass Index (BMI) and 
their age. They all lived in the North of Italy and came from a middle class socioeconomic background. Group 1 
consisted of 22 overweight/obese women (average BMI: 33.9) aged between 40 and 55 (average: 49). They were 
recruited from the Department of Medical and Surgical Treatment for Obesity in Padua. The inclusion criteria were: 
BMI > 26; obesity is not caused by metabolic, physical or iatrogenic disorders; absence of any diagnosed 
psychopathology or mental retardation. Group 2 consisted of 22 normal-weight women (average BMI: 20.4) aged 
between 40 and 55 (average: 49). They were recruited from public schools and the neighborhood council. The 
inclusion criteria were: 18  BMI  25; any diets or physical exercise followed in order to lose weight; absence of 
any diagnosed psychopathology or mental retardation. Group 3 was formed from the data collected in the two 
previous studies (Castiglioni, Contino, & Golzio, 2003; Castiglioni, Faccio, Veronese, & Bell, in press). This group 
consisted of 17 obese youths (average BMI: 31.5) aged between 14 and 24 (average: 18). These participants were 
recruited in several eating disorders treatment centers, and the inclusion criteria were the same as in Group 1. 
 
3.1.1. Instruments 
Ethical approval was obtained and informed consent was given by all participants. A personal data chart 
(collecting personal and anthropometric data, information on lifestyle and profession) was completed by each 
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participant in order to select appropriate Repertory Grid Technique 
(Kelly, 1955) was used in order to elicit personal semantic dimensions. Repertory Grid is a constructivist technique 
similar to a semi-structured interview, very appropriate to explore personal meanings attributed in the description of 
self and others (Bannister & Fransella, 1980; Kelly, 1955; Faccio, Castiglioni, & Bell; 2012). The Repertory Grid
creation followed four stages: (1) The elem s identification, using the elicitation through discussion method 
(Easterby-Smith, 1981). These elements are constituted by the most important people for the subject, including 
 . (2) The elicitation of bipolar constructs, using the dyadic method 
(Epting, Suchman, & Nickeson, 1971). The laddering technique (Hinkle, 1975) was applied on each construct. (3) 
Subjects assessed the degree to which each construct could be applied to each  
(4) Use of the Resistance to Change technique (Fransella, Bell, & Bannister, 2004) in order to list the constructs 
from the most to the least important for the subject. 
 
4. Data analysis 
 
Two independent judges classified all expressed constructs into 11 mutually exclusive categories based on the 
semantic content (Green, 2004). The level of inter-rater agreement, measured by Cohen's Kappa coefficient, was 
0.967. Three categories were predefined by the researchers: The "power" category included all verbalized constructs 
to get his own way/lets ...). The related to power category included all constructs 
expressing meanings related to "winning/losing", "power" and "will" but without explicit mention of these words 
(e.g. "headstrong/gives in easily"; "strives to stand out/keeps a low profile"; "always wants to ). 
The d category included constructs expressing "tenacity" and "will", which do not refer to 
relationship but to content (Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 1967) (e.g. "keeps going until it reaches what he 
). Table 1 shows the data concerning statistics for the number of constructs produced by the three 
participant groups. 
 
Table 1.Statistics for the number of constructs produced by the three groups (group size, mean, standard deviation, range and total number of 
elicited constructs). 
Group N M SD RANGE Tot. 
OBESE WOMEN 22 11.2 2.5 8-18 247 
NORMAL-WEIGH WOMEN 22 10.2 2 7-15 225 
OBESE GIRLS 17 15.2 2.8 6-28 260 
 
Data analysis was carried out in two phases. Firstly, we compared Group 1 (obese women) with Group 2 (normal 
weight women). In order to test the first hypothesis, which predicted that obese women would make quantitatively 
greater use of the semantics of power, the two groups were compared on the three categories related to power 
(considering them individually and taken all together) and statistically analyzed with the Mann-Whitney Test. Table 
2 shows the absolute frequencies and percentages of constructs related to power for each group. 
 
Table 2. Absolute frequencies and percentages of constructs related to power for each group (Group 1 and Group 2) 
 
Semantic Categories 
OBESE WOMEN NORMAL-WEIGHT WOMEN 
Abs. Freq. Freq. % Abs. Freq. Freq. % 
POWER 9 3.6% 1 0.4% 
RELATED TO POWER 29 11.7% 5 2.2% 
DETERMINATION 11 4.4.% 5 2.2% 
Tot. 49 19.7% 11 4.8% 
 
867 Elena Faccio and Eleonora Belloni /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  82 ( 2013 )  864 – 869 
The analysis shows a statistically significant difference in the use of the semantic categories "power" (z = -2.052; 
p < .05) and "related to power" (z = -3.122; p < .05), which were more used by obese women. In the 
"determination" category (z = -1.601; p = n.s.) no statistically significant difference was found. Nevertheless, if the 
three semantic categories are taken together, a statistically significant difference is revealed (z = 3.558; p < .05). In 
order to test the second hypothesis, which predicted that obese women would indicate the semantics of power to be 
qualitatively more important to them, we took into account only the three constructs considered by each participant 
to be the most important, as elicited via the Resistance to Change technique. The Chi-square Test was used to 
statistically compare the groups. The frequencies of the relevant categories were calculated, and are shown in table 
3.  
 
Table 3. Absolute frequencies and percentages of the constructs related to the power semantics, which are considered most important to 
participants in each group (Group 1 and Group 2) 
 
Semantic Categories 
OBESE WOMEN NORMAL-WEIGHT WOMEN 
Abs. Freq. Freq. % Abs. Freq. Freq. % 
POWER 2 3.0% 1 1.5% 
RELATED TO POWER 12 18.2% 0 0.0% 
DETERMINATION 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 
Tot. 14 21.2% 1 1.5% 
 
The analysis shows a statistically significant difference only in the"related to power
1; p < .05), which is considered more important among obese women. However, if the categories "power" and 
"related to power" are taken together, a statistically significant difference was revealed  1; p < .05). 
There were no constructs related to the category "determination". 
In the second part of our analysis, we compared Group 1 (obese women) with Group 3 (obese youths). In order 
to test the third hypothesis, which predicted that there was no significant difference in the use of power semantics 
among obese women and youths, the two groups were compared on the three categories related to power 
(considering them individually and taken all together) and analyzed with the Mann-Whitney Test. Table 4 shows the 
absolute frequencies and percentages of constructs related to power for each group. 
 
Table 4. Absolute frequencies and percentages of constructs related to power for each group (Group 1 and Group 3) 
 
Semantic Categories 
OBESE WOMEN OBESE GIRLS 
Abs. Freq. Freq. % Abs. Freq. Freq. % 
POWER 9 3.6% 15 5.7% 
RELATED TO POWER 29 11.7% 26 10.0% 
DETERMINATION 11 4.4.% 7 2.6% 
Tot.  49 19.7% 48 18.3% 
 
No significant differences were found in the use of power semantics, neither considering each category 
individually, nor taken together (z = -1,138; p = n.s.). In order to test the fourth hypothesis, which predicted that 
obese women would indicate the semantics of power to be qualitatively more important to them than obese youths, 
we took into account only the three constructs considered by each participant to be the most important, as elicited 
via the Resistance to Change technique. The Chi-square Test was used to statistically compare the groups. The 
frequencies of the relevant categories were calculated, and are shown in table 5. 
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Table 5. Absolute frequencies and percentages of the constructs related to the power semantics considered most important by participants, in each 
group (Group 1 and Group 3) 
 
Semantic Categories 
OBESE WOMEN OBESE GIRLS 
Abs. Freq. Freq. % Abs. Freq. Freq. % 
POWER 2 3.0% 5 9.8% 
RELATED TO POWER 12 18.2% 6 11.7% 
DETERMINATION 0 0.0% 3 5.8% 
Tot.  14 21.2% 14 27.4% 
 
The analysis shows a statistically significant difference only in the "determination  = 4,206; df = 1; 
p < .05) which was considered more important among obese youths. However, taking together the three semantic 
categories, no statistically significant difference was found  = 1,072; df = 1; p = n.s.). 
5. Discussion and conclusion 
 
The comparison between obese women (Group 1) and normal-weight women (Group 2) showed that, according 
to the first and second hypotheses, the semantics of power seemed to be more used and considered more important 
by obese women than normal-weight women. There was determination  category, 
which was 
(Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 1967) as a way to tenaciously achieve personal goals, but it rather refers to a 
relational dimension. This finding corroborates with , which states that communicational 
patterns in eating disorders are characterized by the eternal conflict to define the relationship, regardless of the 
 (Ugazio, Fellin, & Negri, 2009; Faccio, Belloni, & Castelnuovo, 2012; Faccio, 2011; 
Faccio, Centomo, & Mininni, 2011; Castelnuovo et al., 2008; Romaioli & Faccio, in press; Romaioli, Faccio, & 
Salvini, 2008). The comparison between obese women (Group 1) and obese youths (Group 3) shows that, according 
to the third hypothesis, there is no significant difference between the two groups in the elicitation of power 
semantics. Refuting the fourth hypothesis, power semantics seemed to be considered more important by obese 
youths than obese women, but only for the "determination" category. Obese girls probably describe themselves 
through determination because of their stage of life: youth is often characterized by many challenges to 
achieve objectives in which self-determination and tenacity play a central role. In this case, we should test the 
influence of age differences through a comparison with a control group of normal-weight youths. This last result 
could also be explained by the very small numbers of the analyzed constructs, in fact, when taking together the three 
power semantic categories, no statistically significant differences were found. These results are also in line with 
previous studies (Castiglioni, Contino, & Golzio, 2003; Castiglioni, Faccio, Veronese, & Bell, in press) that 
investigated , considering groups of obese youths. However, it is not possible to generalize the 
results because of the small number of participants, so it would be necessary to extend the sample further. One 
suggestion for future research would be to deepen the analysis on Repertory Grids; as this could contribute to 
deepening  about positioning, which states that obese people would put themselves at the "loser"end 
of the polarity of the construct, describing themselves as passive and weak. Finally, the present study provides some 
implications on a clinical level. A crucial issue in therapy is to analyze the conversational and relational patterns 
within families with an obese family member, particularly because obesity is a condition with a high prevalence and 
is often maintained by dysfunctional relationships. Therefore, clinicians may choose to focus on the possibility of 
change and develop new meanings, aside from those related to power. The aim of the therapy could be to co-
construct different meanings the theme of 
power. Otherwise, therapists can try to put the power theme into a more desirable context, such as work or sport, and 
therefore focusing the power on the content rather than on the relationship itself. Focusing the attention on the 
context and meanings shared within relationships can give the individual the possibility to play an active part in the 
process of change. 
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